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Overview 
An important component of the overview will 
be comparative analysis of core UK child 
protection policy documents. A central plank 
of child protection policy is guidance on 
interagency working. This paper provides initial 
comparative information about the inter-
agency child protection guidance current in 
each area of the UK at the time of writing 
(June 2008), as shown in Table 1 below. It 
provides a ‘snap-shot’ of the child protection 
procedures contained in each of the 
guidance. It is a baseline from which to 
develop a deeper and more complete picture 
of child protection systems and processes 
across the UK. 
UK comparative information is provided on: the 
principles underlying the inter-agency 
guidance; where the locus of responsibility for 
child protection lies; the grounds for 
investigating concerns; referral processes and 
emergency procedures; measures for 
investigation; case conferences, case 
management and review processes; 
procedures to deal with appeals and 
complaints. It also briefly covers: guidance on 
individuals who pose a risk of harm to children: 
information sharing, record keeping and 
confidentiality; and guidance on procedures 
to be followed if a child dies or is seriously 
injured. Appendix 1 provides the comparative 
information in table form. 
Inter-agency guidance for Northern Ireland, 
Wales and England has been updated within 
Inter-agency Guidance in Relation to Child 
Protection: A UK Comparison 
Sharon Vincent, Research Fellow (June 2008) 
Introduction 
The University of Edinburgh/NSPCC Centre for UK-wide Learning in Child Protection (CLiCP) is a re-
search centre based within the School of Education at the University of Edinburgh. It conducts re-
search and provides analysis and commentary on child protection policy across the UK: in each juris-
diction and UK-wide. 
A major focus of CLiCPs work involves the tracking and analysis of the content and direction of child 
protection policy and developments across the UK. We intend to build incrementally towards a gen-
eral overview of child protection in the UK over a two year period (2008 – 2010) by producing a series 
of papers, each based on analysis of a key aspect of child protection.  
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the last five years. In England and Wales 
guidance was updated to take account of 
new statutory duties introduced under the 
Children Act 2004, and in response to the 
recommendations of the Laming Inquiry. 
Northern Ireland and Scotland have not 
introduced new legislation. The Children 
(Northern Ireland) Order 1995 remains the key 
piece of legislation in relation to the protection 
of children; inter-agency guidance there was 
updated in 2003, again to take account of 
Lord Laming’s recommendations. In Scotland 
the Children (Scotland) Act 1995 remains the 
key piece of legislation. Despite a three year 
programme of child protection reform, 
Scotland’s inter-agency guidance has not yet 
been updated and is 10 years old. 
Principles 
All four guidance documents are based on a 
set of underlying principles. They have in 
common principles relating to: the child’s 
welfare being paramount; the child’s right to 
be involved in the process; and the need for 
agencies to work together (The principles are 
set out in full in Appendix 1). 
The Northern Ireland guidance has a number 
of principles not found in the other three 
documents; including (1) that: 
‘A proper balance must be struck 
between protecting children and 
respecting the rights and needs of 
parents and families; but where there is 
a conflict the child’s interests are 
paramount’. 
(2) that ‘Children and families have equal 
access to services across the region’; 
attempting to ensure that children in need of 
protection receive the same response 
regardless of where they live in Northern 
Ireland. 
Responsibility for Child Protection 
The Children Act 2004 requires each local 
authority in England and Wales to establish a 
Local Safeguarding Children Board (LSCB). 
LSCBs are key mechanisms for agreeing how 
relevant organisations will co-operate to 
safeguard and promote the welfare of children 
and for ensuring the effectiveness of what 
these organisations do. The English and Welsh 
guidance includes guidance on the role of 
LSCBs. 
In Northern Ireland there is a requirement for 
there to be an Area Child Protection 
Committee (ACPC) in each Health and Social 
Services Board. Their role is to determine the 
strategy for safeguarding children and to 
develop and disseminate policies and 
procedures. In addition, each Health and 
Social Services Trust should have a Child 
Protection Panel (CPP) to facilitate practice at 
a local level. The guidance provides 
information on the role of ACPCs and CPPs. 
In Scotland Child Protection Committees 
(CPCs) are responsible for local inter-agency 
procedures. The guidance on the operation of 
Child Protection Procedures stated in 
Protecting Children - a Shared Responsibility: 
Guidance on Inter-Agency Co-operation, 1998 
no longer applies; new guidance was 
produced as part of the work of the Child 
Protection Reform programme. 
The English and Welsh guidance covers 
agencies with statutory responsibilities for child 
protection and services contracted by them; 
including chief officers, managers and 
practitioners in bodies named in the Children 
Act 2004 and services contracted out by them 
as follows: 
• Local authorities 
• NHS trusts 
• All health services and health service 
providers in the NHS and independent 
settings 
• The police including British Transport Police 
• Probation and prison services 
• Youth offending teams 
• Bodies providing secure care for children 
and young people and in England, 
• connexions. 
The guidance also covers other agencies with 
no statutory responsibilities under the Children 
Act 2004, but who may have a key role to play 
in child protection. This includes education 
services (all schools including independent and 
maintained schools and FE institutions), early 
years and childcare services, housing services, 
youth services, cultural and leisure services, 
alcohol and drug services, the voluntary and 
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independent sector, the armed services, faith 
communities etc. 
The Northern Ireland guidance outlines the 
roles and responsibilities of; Health and Social 
Services Boards and Trusts; social services staff, 
health professionals and agencies, including 
those in the private sector; education services, 
independent schools, youth service, day care/
after school services; the police, probation 
service, prison service; the voluntary and 
community sector, NSPCC; housing agencies, 
the Northern Ireland Guardian Ad Litem 
Agency, the wider community, local 
government and the armed services. 
The Scottish guidance outlines the roles and 
responsibilities of all agencies working with 
children and families in the statutory, voluntary 
and independent sector including local 
authority social work services and criminal 
justice services, the police, the Children’s 
Reporter, the Procurator Fiscal, health 
professionals, education professionals and 
school staff, and staff in other local authority 
departments such as housing, and leisure and 
recreation. It also covers churches and 
voluntary organisations, the armed services 
and day care services. 
Grounds for Child Protection Investigation 
Definition of a child 
In all four documents, the definition of a child is 
someone up to the age of 18. The child 
protection procedures relate to a person under 
18 of whom there are concerns. 
Significant harm 
In England, Wales, Scotland and Northern 
Ireland legislation stipulates that if statutory 
services have reasonable cause to suspect 
that a child is suffering, or likely to suffer, 
‘significant harm’ they have a duty to make 
child protection enquiries. If statutory services 
do not suspect a child is suffering or likely to 
suffer significant harm they may still have a 
duty to assess the child’s level of need and 
provide him or her with services - but the case 
will not be investigated under child protection 
procedures. 
Significant harm is not well defined in 
legislation. While the concept of significant 
harm is discussed in all four inter-agency 
guidance documents, each of the guidance 
also states that there are no absolute criteria 
upon which to rely when judging what 
constitutes significant harm. The Northern 
Ireland guidance provides a useful diagram 
outlining significant harm criteria; and all four 
documents conclude that the concept will 
involve ill treatment, harm or lack of care 
which impacts on a child’s health and 
development. 
Definitions of abuse and neglect 
All four documents use the categories and 
offer definitions of: physical abuse (in Scotland 
physical injury); emotional abuse; sexual abuse; 
and neglect (in Scotland physical neglect). The 
definitions are similar across the four 
documents with minor variations: 
• In the English and Welsh guidance the 
definition of physical abuse specifically 
mentions that a parent or carer may 
fabricate or induce illness in a child; this is 
not covered in the definition of physical 
abuse in the guidance for Scotland or 
Northern Ireland 
• The guidance for Northern Ireland and 
Wales (but not England or Scotland), 
specifically states that domestic abuse, 
parental mental health problems and 
parental substance misuse may expose 
children to emotional abuse. Although the 
English definition of emotional abuse does 
not specifically refer to these issues, it does 
include procedures to be followed in 
relation to domestic abuse and parental 
substance misuse (see section below on 
protecting children in specific 
circumstances) 
• Unlike the other three, the English guidance 
specifically mentions involving children or 
young people in prostitution within its 
definition of sexual abuse. The guidance for 
Wales and Northern Ireland do however, 
outline procedures to be followed in relation 
to exploitation through prostitution (see 
section below) 
• The English guidance states that neglect 
may occur during pregnancy as a result of 
maternal substance misuse; this is not 
referred to in definitions of neglect in the 
other three documents although the 
guidance for Wales and Northern Ireland 
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provides guidance on parental substance 
misuse (see below). 
• The Scottish guidance includes ‘non-organic 
failure to thrive’ as a category for 
registration – where children fail to meet 
developmental milestones and physical and 
genetic reasons have been eliminated. 
Child Protection and Safeguarding  
The English and Welsh inter-
agency guidance provide 
definitions of the concepts of 
(1) ‘child protection’ and (2) 
‘safeguarding and promoting 
the welfare of children’. 
‘Safeguarding and promoting 
the welfare of children’ is 
defined in both as: 
‘Protecting children from 
maltreatment; preventing 
impairment of children’s 
health or development 
and ensuring that children 
are growing up in 
circumstances consistent 
with the provision of safe 
and effective care and 
undertaking that role so as 
to enable those children 
to have optimum life 
chances and to enter 
adulthood successfully’. 
Child protection is defined in 
both as: 
‘a part of safeguarding 
and promoting welfare’. It 
‘refers to the activity that 
is undertaken to protect 
specific children who are 
suffering, or are at risk of 
suffering, significant harm.’ 
 The inter-agency guidance 
for Scotland and Northern 
Ireland do not include 
definitions of either ‘child 
protection’ or ‘safeguarding and promoting 
the welfare of children’. 
Protecting children in specific circumstances 
In addition to categories and definitions of 
abuse and neglect, the four inter-agency 
guidance documents also provide guidance 
about specific circumstances where children 
may be considered to be particularly 
vulnerable. Table 2 below compares these 
specific circumstances. Unlike the section 
above which highlighted that variation was 
minor across the documents with regard to the 
protection of children in specific 
circumstances, variation in relation to specific 
circumstances was more considerable. 
Child Protection Processes 
All four documents outline the procedures for 
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handling individual cases. The broad stages of 
the process – referral, investigation and 
assessment, case conference, case 
management and review - are the same in 
each of the jurisdictions in the UK. Within these 
stages, however, there are some distinctive 
features. 
Referral 
The first phase of the child protection process is 
the referral stage. Referral processes are 
broadly similar across the UK; any person with 
concerns about a child (whether a professional 
or member of the public) can report their 
concerns to the statutory services - in England 
and Wales this is local authority social care 
services; in Northern Ireland, social services, 
and in Scotland social work. In Scotland, a 
professional or a member of the public is also 
able to refer to the Children’s Reporter. The 
Reporter will make enquiries into the concern 
and if a decision is made that the child is in 
need of compulsory measures of care, the 
case will be referred to a children’s hearing. 
No area in the UK has yet introduced a 
mandatory reporting system. However, 
professionals are subject to child protection 
policies and procedures within their own 
organisation. 
Following referral, Local Authority social care/
services/work services, screen referrals. 
Legislative grounds for intervention define the 
circumstances and the threshold at which the 
statutory child protection system is legally 
required to intervene to protect a child 
(grounds outlined above). Referral may result in 
a number of routes being followed, including: 
no further action; emergency action to protect 
the child; further investigation. Or, where the 
child is considered to be in need, but not 
considered to be at risk of significant harm, it 
may lead to referral to another part of the 
service for family support. 
Referrals are most often made by telephone. In 
Northern Ireland telephone referrals from 
professionals must be followed up in writing 
within 24 hours. In England and Wales 
guidance states this should be done within 48 
hours. Guidance in Scotland does not specify 
that referrals from professionals should be 
followed up in writing. 
There are minor differences between UK areas 
about when and how to inform and involve 
police: 
• The Northern Ireland guidance states that 
where the concern may constitute an 
offence, police should be informed 
immediately 
• The England and Wales guidance states 
that where the concern may constitute an 
offence, police should be informed at the 
earliest opportunity 
• The Scotland guidance states that police 
should be informed where the level of 
concern is sufficient to warrant 
consideration of child protection 
procedures. No timescale is given for this. 
Emergency procedures 
Emergency procedures to protect children 
believed to be in immediate danger exist in all 
four countries. These may be invoked at any 
point in the process. Emergency procedures 
are similar across the UK. All four countries have 
Emergency Protection Orders (in Scotland - 
Child Protection Orders), Exclusion Orders/
requirements and Police protection powers. 
In Northern Ireland, England and Wales the 
guidance states that emergency procedures 
should normally be taken following legal 
advice and a strategy discussion between the 
police, social services/ social care and other 
agencies as appropriate. In Scotland, the 
need for legal advice or a strategy discussion is 
not mentioned in the guidance. 
Investigation 
Once a decision has been made that a child 
may have suffered or is at risk of suffering 
significant harm, the next stage of the process 
is investigation. The initial investigation process 
is similar in all four UK areas. 
In all areas, initial inquiry normally involves joint 
police/Social care/services/work investigation. 
In Northern Ireland, England and Wales the 
NSPCC also has power to investigate. In 
Scotland the Scottish Children’s Reporters 
Administration has power to make enquiries. 
Timescales:- In England and Wales LA Social/
services/care must decide and record their 
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next steps of action within one working day 
following discussion with other agencies. The 
Scottish guidance states that local authorities 
should make initial enquiries and consult with 
other agencies but no timelines are given. 
In Northern Ireland, England and Wales, initial 
assessment must be completed within seven 
days to determine whether or not a child is in 
need and whether there is reasonable cause 
to suspect the child is suffering or likely to suffer 
significant harm. 
Further, in Northern Ireland an initial plan should 
also be developed and where necessary a 
second stage of assessment should be 
completed within 15 days. Further assessment is 
also required in England and Wales where LA 
social care may have a duty to undertake a 
more in depth core assessment depending on 
the results of the initial assessment (see case 
management and review section below). 
Involvement of children and families:- In 
Northern Ireland the guidance stipulates that 
the child should be spoken to within 24 hours. 
The guidance also states that the parents’ or 
child’s permission should be sought, where 
appropriate, before discussing referral with 
other agencies. 
In England and Wales the guidance states that 
when conducting the initial assessment the 
child must be spoken to as well as other family 
members as appropriate; also that information 
must be obtained from other agencies. 
In all four areas the guidance states that 
reasonable efforts should be made to 
persuade parents to co-operate with enquiries. 
If parents refuse access to the child for the 
purposes of assessment, the local authority 
may apply for a Child Assessment Order. The 
Order does not take away the child’s own right 
to refuse to participate in an assessment. 
Strategy discussion:- The guidance for England, 
Wales and Northern Ireland stipulates that 
whenever there is reasonable cause to suspect 
a child is suffering or likely to suffer significant 
harm, a strategy discussion involving LA social 
care/social services, the police, and other 
bodies as appropriate, should be initiated by 
LA social care/social services at the earliest 
opportunity. The strategy discussion may be in 
person or by phone and more than one 
strategy discussion may be necessary. The 
Scottish guidance states that local authorities 
should consult other agencies. There is no 
specific mention of a ‘strategy discussion’. 
Case conference 
Following initial investigation, if the child is still 
considered to have suffered, or to be at risk of 
suffering, significant harm, the next stage is to 
convene an initial child protection case 
conference. This is the same in all four UK areas. 
In Northern Ireland, England and Wales, a child 
protection case conference must be 
convened within 15 days of the first strategy 
discussion. In Scotland the guidance states that 
a case conference should be called following 
a planning meeting. No time lines are 
specified. 
There are some variations in guidance in terms 
of how the case conference should operate in 
practice. Procedures for England and Wales 
are identical. In all four areas the guidance 
states that the chair must be senior and 
trained; in addition in England and Wales he or 
she should be independent of operational and 
line management responsibilities for the case. 
In Scotland the chair should not have first line 
management responsibility for decision making 
about the case. 
There are slight differences concerning 
provision of written reports: 
• In Northern Ireland the guidance states that 
all invited to the case conference should 
provide a written report 
• The English and Welsh guidance states that 
a report should be submitted by those 
invited but unable to attend, and by LA 
children’s social care staff. Other 
contributors should provide a report where 
possible 
• The Scottish guidance states that those 
unable to attend should send information, 
normally in writing. 
There are slight variations in guidance about 
minuting case conferences: 
• In England, Wales and Northern Ireland the 
guidance states that minutes should be 
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taken by a trained note taker; the Scottish 
guidance does not mention this 
• In England and Wales the guidance states 
that a copy of the minutes must be sent to 
everyone invited as soon as possible; the 
conference decisions must be shared within 
one day. The Northern Ireland guidance 
states that the minutes must be sent to all 
invitees within 14 days. Scottish guidance 
does not mention when minutes should be 
sent out 
• The English and Welsh guidance state that 
the minutes are confidential and not to be 
shared with third parties without the consent 
of the chair or key worker; this is not covered 
in the Northern Ireland or Scottish guidance. 
There is some variation in what happens if the 
case conference decides a child has suffered 
or is at risk of suffering significant harm. In all 
four areas a child protection plan must be 
developed. The category of abuse must be 
determined (see definitions of physical abuse, 
emotional abuse, sexual abuse and neglect 
above). In Northern Ireland and Scotland the 
child’s name must also be placed on the child 
protection register. England and Wales no 
longer have child protection registers and a 
child is ‘registered’ if he or she has a child 
protection plan. 
Case management and review 
The case management process is essentially 
the same across the four areas of the UK. There 
are minor differences in timescale and 
procedures for review. Procedures for case 
management responsibility are broadly similar, 
again with minor differences: 
• In England and Wales the case conference 
must appoint a lead statutory body to 
manage the case; plus a key worker and a 
core group which can consist of family 
members as well as professionals 
• In Northern Ireland the chair must appoint a 
case co-ordinator and identify a core 
group; the guidance does not specify 
whether family members can be part of the 
core group 
• In Scotland a key worker should be 
appointed by the social work service, plus a 
core group of professionals 
• In England and Wales the guidance states 
that the first meeting of the core group must 
take place within 10 days; timelines are not 
given in the guidance for Scotland or 
Northern Ireland 
• In England, Wales and Northern Ireland the 
key worker/coordinator has responsibility for 
developing the child protection plan into a 
comprehensive inter-agency plan; the 
Scottish guidance does not state that the 
child protection plan must be developed 
into a more detailed plan. 
In all four areas the guidance states that the 
key worker/coordinator must also complete a 
detailed assessment of the child’s needs - a 
comprehensive assessment in Northern Ireland 
and Scotland; a core assessment in England 
and Wales. In England and Wales the 
guidance states the assessment must be 
completed within 35 working days; no timelines 
are given for Scotland or Northern Ireland. 
In relation to processes of review, all four 
documents state that the first review should 
take place within three months. Subsequent 
reviews should take place at intervals of no 
more than six months in all cases. 
Appeals and complaints 
Appeals and complaints procedures are similar 
in England, Wales and Northern Ireland. In 
England and Wales, parents and children can 
appeal against becoming the subject of a 
child protection plan and all case conference 
participants have a right to complain if they 
are unhappy with the procedures. 
In Northern Ireland parents can appeal against 
registration. Case conference participants 
have a right to complain if they feel 
procedures have not been followed or 
information is incorrect. 
Procedures are somewhat different in the 
Scottish guidance. This states that parents who 
are concerned about accuracy of information 
on the register can discuss concerns with the 
manager of the social work service. The 
guidance also states that if parents refuse to 
cooperate with the child protection plan they 
should be informed of the complaints 
procedure; they also mention that Child 
Protection Committees should consider a 
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mechanism for parents to challenge decisions 
taken at a conference. Nothing is included 
about a right to complain for professionals 
attending the case conference. 
Individuals Who Pose a Risk of Harm to 
Children 
In England, Wales and Northern Ireland, the 
inter-agency guidance contains a chapter on 
adults who may pose a risk to children in the 
community; it also addresses issues of risk 
assessment and management. In England and 
Wales Multi Agency Public Protection 
Arrangements (MAPPA) are discussed. 
Scottish guidance does not include a separate 
chapter on individuals posing a risk to children 
in the community. However, it does state that 
local authority criminal justice services have 
responsibilities for the supervision and 
management of risk from adults who have 
committed offences against children. 
Information-sharing, Record-keeping and 
Confidentiality 
All four documents contain guidance on 
information sharing, record keeping and 
confidentiality. All include information on 
procedures to be followed if a child moves. 
The English and Welsh guidance also provides 
guidance on children who go missing from 
education. 
The English and Welsh guidance states that 
each local authority should designate a 
manager responsible for ensuring that the 
records of children who have a child 
protection plan: 
• Are kept up to date; ensuring enquiries 
about children for whom there are concerns 
or who have a child protection plan, are 
recorded 
• To manage notifications of movement of 
children into or out of the local authority 
area 
• To manage notifications of people who may 
pose a risk of significant harm to children 
• To manage requests for checks to be made 
to ensure unsuitable people are prevented 
from working with children. 
Uniquely in Northern Ireland, the custodian of 
the child protection register is responsible for 
instigating action to trace families on the 
register who go missing. 
In Northern Ireland and Wales there are 
separate chapters on information sharing. The 
guidance covers medical and nursing 
information, social work information and 
disclosure of information about sex offenders. 
The Welsh guidance covers all staff and 
volunteers working with children and young 
people including health, education, early 
years and childcare, social care, youth 
offending, police, advisory and support 
services and leisure. 
Guidance on Procedures to be Followed if 
a Child Dies or is Seriously Injured 
In Northern Ireland, England and Wales Inter-
agency guidance includes guidance on 
procedures to be followed if a child dies or is 
seriously injured. In England and Wales it is the 
role of Local Safeguarding Children Boards 
(LSCBs) to conduct a serious case review if a 
child dies and abuse or neglect is suspected to 
be a factor in the death. A serious case review 
should also be considered in other circum-
stances, for example: where a child sustains life 
threatening injury or serious impairment of 
health and development through abuse or 
neglect; where they have been subjected to 
particularly serious sexual abuse; where a 
parent has been murdered and a homicide 
review is being initiated; where a child has 
been killed by a parent with a mental illness; 
where the case gives rise to concerns about 
inter agency working to protect children from 
harm. 
In Northern Ireland, the Area Child Protection 
Committee has responsibility to undertake a 
case management review. The circumstances 
under which a case management review 
should take place are similar to those in 
England and Wales. However, the Northern 
Ireland guidance does not list where children 
have been subject to particularly serious sexual 
abuse, where a parent has been murdered 
and a homicide review is being initiated, or 
where a child has been killed by a parent with 
a mental illness. 
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The child death review process is not yet 
covered in the Scottish inter-agency guidance. 
Other Areas Covered by the Guidance 
All four documents include chapters or sections 
on staffing issues and training of staff. The 
English and Welsh guidance has chapters on 
the principles of working with children and 
families. The Northern Ireland guidance has a 
section on involving children. The English and 
Welsh guidance also includes an Appendix on 
the framework for the assessment of children in 
need and their families and one on the use of 
questionnaires and scales to evidence 
assessment and decision making. It also has 
sections on allegations of harm arising from 
underage sexual activity. The Welsh guidance 
also has a chapter on the impact of abuse 
and neglect. The English guidance has a 
chapter on lessons from research and 
inspection and requests for a change of 
worker. 
Conclusion 
This paper demonstrates broad similarities 
between each area’s response to child 
protection concerns; England and Wales have 
almost identical procedures. The core child 
protection activities being undertaken by 
practitioners - referral, investigation, 
assessment, case management and review 
are very similar across the UK. The scope of the 
paper did not enable a detailed comparison 
of models of child protection service delivery in 
the UK, however, and a more detailed 
investigation of each area’s policies and 
procedures is now required. 
This paper has provided a ‘snap shot’ of child 
protection policy and processes across the UK 
in order to provide base line information for 
policy makers, practitioners and researchers. 
Some of the issues such as the role of LSCBs/
ACPCs/CPCs, procedures to be followed 
where a child dies or is seriously injured, 
procedures in relation to individuals who pose 
a risk to children, the process of assessment, 
information sharing, record keeping and 
confidentiality and workforce issues, have only 
been briefly mentioned and will be explored in 
more depth in future CLiCP papers. 
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
